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A Mear Biiss At A Harvard Education
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rowtewt tree seed ted him up. Then be brasieed off hig
dothey while we afl gave him 8 big hasd. Thm j
. Wt yorr father. And when | taw 2 memo that
mam had a son who had gradedted from Harverd and
that son wes spplying for u teaching position at my
schoot, | siid 1o myvell,*‘he couldn’t be ol bad, and
80 sight unseen and all, | thought it was worth a
chance. ™
That answer stayed with me my remaining year in
Havaii, but it was not long aler | hesrd 7 that |
recalled bhow narrowly | missed . that *“Harvard
g;nmmbc itis ;;no* it can be tokd" story and
ings in the grest hap that Duxbury people gave me.
u--lvdimud;i..”u.!q flowing mccount of my *‘near

it

B) e Rev. CANON ROBERT MERRY

“How in the world did you ever have the courage
te hire me sight inseen from 5,000 miles away and
give me a contract for 2, vears' teaching at your lolans
School? 1t was a lomg shot, and | wonder what
mgredients went imo that decision?™

11 wins my question 10 the school's headmasten We-
were having a refaxed moment after Sundzy after-

noon prayers and [ was enjoying » cup of tea for a
oy o bom. Tt sl o 3
3 setting for such a guestion,
?I:gp:rcd rr-:n?hsd been teaching at the school for a
vear and a half, and was enjoying a modest svccess. I
{clt the time was right to chear vp the point. (Clipper
readers may recall my many references 10 this ex-
penence of teaching st this Episcopal Church
Mission School in Hawaii between college and
ucmI“u':,.-_l’,.m-,-.) 2 pl-jcd “Wdl, it was like this
I sier e ¥ G : 3.
yol Tnowl am 3 graduate of Powder Point School in
Dusbury.'” (1 was not aware of this bntil that
moment.) **You must also remember that ooe of the
greal moments in the weekly life of a student there
was the Sunday afternoon unsupervised walk along
King Cacsar Rd. and Powder Point Ave. and op the
hill beyond the stone bridge over Blue Fish River 10
Pau! Peterson’s drugstore. There we gorged our-
selves on milkshakes, sodas, ice cream and peanut-
butter cheese nabs. Then we walked back to the
school for the night's study hall. It was our regular
Sunday ritual, and you probably r_cmr:mbqr as a
voungster this mob of 150 boys shouting and jostling
ome another on the way right past your front door on
Washington St."" I did indeed remember this rowdy
mob and | also remember how my moiner col:n-
plained 1o father about their roughness. But _fat__hc:
shushed her with the reminder that the school was t <
best customer for milk from our dairy farm on Nort
Hill and we certainly did nof’ want to offend them.
Resides Frederick Knapp, the schoplls founder, w;s
his closest friend in town (they jointly began lhc
Dusbury Fire Department) and the school bTOl.;]g t
many benefits to town in its outstanding teachers
(Mr. Moulton, headmaster for many years | remem-
ber well as moderator of town meeling}. Thcrchw:;
also Harold Stetson, whose charm had won t.hc ‘3 ;
of the lovely daughter Grace of the town's oldes!
pastor, the saintly Rev. Lewis Thomas.

The headmaster went on: "*Well, onc fall Sunday
afternooa. we.stodents, afl- 150 of us were filling
sidcwalks on both sides of the street in {ront of Peter-
sons’ Drugsiore (now Duxbury Galleries) munchmg
out ice cream cores, dpnking our milkshakes and
sodas and there were a few townspeople there with us
for some reason, including your father. All of a sud-
den a panicky shoul was heard, ‘‘look out
everybody, @ runaway'' and down there crossing the
stone bridge at'a gallop was a horse, dragging what
remained of a carriage, the people and seats and
baggage long since having emptied out and been
strewn along the sides of the road. This vision of
ranic toased on up.ehe-hill past N&Jg.ﬁrc Engine
House, between the Lawsons’ and the
houses and the crowd of students and other lowns-
people now drew back, fearing the fishtailing wagon
might injure them, The horse came on, its nostrils
distended and its eyes Nashing in fright, its iron shoes
clattering ageind the p.im It was an awcsome

: n never f L.
ME;M!JGI y ont I::l"lqlexpcﬂ from the street cu'rb.
prabbed the horse™s bridle and hung on for denr life,
being dragged wiong for at least 100 yards when the
horse, exhausted, gave up. The man stood up, paticd
the horics' pose, )roke calming words, led tim to the
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enhanted by its retelling but here it 1 feed it may be

worth recalling {6r Clipper readers, who have sup-
ported me so often in my recoflections of our great
community of Duxbury.

First of afl, as graduation day approached for the
Class of 1925 a1 Partridge Acadery, George Greene,
(then principal for one year, succeeding Roben
Cushman, and after a while for many years superin-
tendent of schools in Duxbury) he ‘called 3 of us
together, Tony DeLorenzo, Dorothy Walker, and me
and said thal we were so close in our academic
averages that be did not, want 1o stage the traditional
“valedictory and rahulatory'” essays at graduation
since we were 100 close really to make a fair distin-
ction. So he had decided that each of was 10 prepare
an essay on a timely topic and that would constitute
the substance of the ceremony. (The title of my essay
was "‘The Organization of the World for the Preven-
tion of War."”) So that was what happened. Mean-
while Mr. Green was working hard 1o raise the stan-
dards of DHS. He arranged for Brattiett Bradley to
enter Dartmouth (Bart graduated and went 1o work
for the Plymouth Cordage Co. and after his return
from World War 1l became town moderator for
many years as well). With this success behind him
Greene began preparations for my admission 1o
Bates College in Lewiston, Maine, his Alma Mater.
At the ncws of this the then Unitarian minister, John
Henry Wilson, knowing me in his “young people’s
group, said, “'Well, if he's going 1o college, why not
Harvard? The dean of Harvard was an usher at my--
wedding and I'm sure | can get him in there.” So
saying, he pulled \a number of strings, several
teachers helped andxm me a scholarship 1o pay my
tuition bills, and after a visit_with Henry Pen-
nypacker, admissions officer, | was in except for cash

for room and board.

This is where a final boost came from a graduate
student of architecture, Richard Loring who said, *'1
think 1 can get Bob a job driving a launch for the
crew coach an the Charles River.. The job pays very
well and ity lots of fun and it will provide enough
cash for room and board and his savings can take
care of his clothes and books.”" Richard had been a
scoutmaster _of mine whea the Revi—Mi. Cuie
ningham, the Episcopal minister in town, had spon-
sored a troop, so we had met before, | went by his
summer residence where his dad talked with me for
some time and it looked as if everything was in order.
Everything that is except the critical bit of infor-
mation about whether | actually could drive 2 motor
boat, or ever had. - .

This basic question of whether | was qualified 10
be turned doose with a;g{or Isunch was constanily

" of t *Puletic
Assn. told Richard there was a vacancy due to
graduation among the launch drivers and there was
no doubt | could step in that spot despite the
preference for athletes, and for upper classmen. |
was introduced as a *‘lad from Duxbury,’” and it was
understood that I'd had experience with lannches and
boats, although no one had actually posed the
question to me. What with all these friends pulling
for me surcly a way would_be found to provide me,
" perhaps secretly, with some actual experience driving
a motorboat. It was generally taken for granted that




anyone born and brought up in Duxbury was bound
(0 be able 16 handle a boat xs 1 lad born and brought
up in Detroit would be abke 10 handle an automobile.

Few knew my father whose retail meat and
mﬂ#%mmofwrsmﬁmu
youngsters and littke if any time was spent on the
water except for an occasional swim in the Blue Fish
Rivér at high tide ot on Duxbury Beach. Serving
" rumimer " tgaccumulate enough cash to ride
through the winters was our full time summer oc-
capation. :

So shortly afier matriculanion | hastened down 10
Newell-Bodthouse, wnere litting oul of launches and
shells and outriggings was taking place including the
instailation of a couple of Chrysler marine engines ol
150 borsepower in 2 launches. 1 walked down the
dock to watch the work and one of then looked v al
me and said, “This is your launch. We're about 10
take her for a spin dawn river and try her out. Want
to come along?"' | climbed aboard with mixed
feelings. Nothing had come of my hope for a secret
spin 10 kearn how to drive this boat and here | was
stepping into the trap I had et build up around me.
Suppose they asked me 10 take the wheel? | watched
as we backed neatly out of the slip and swung around
and down river, under Lars Anderson Bridge (the
Weeks footbridge had not yey been constructed) and
the Western Ave. bridge and turned around undei
what was then known as the Coltage Farm bridgt
(now the Boston University bridge) and h:aded back.
the engine humming beautifully and the spray flying
and the wake spreading nicely astern

A moment later without stackening speed the
driver turned 1o me and shouted above the roar,
“*She's your boat; why don't you 1ake her in*"* And
here 1 made my mistake: | should have said, **She’s
still a tittle strange, 1'll have plenty of time 10 drive
her later, o you'd betier land her in the slip.”” Bui 1
didn’t and although | chkeared the bridge piers caviy
(after all they were S0 leet wide and the boat onl ;)
and headed for the boathouse Moat slip. 1 throtiled
her down 1o half speed and at about 10 miled an hour
directed her bow into her berth. “*Reverse engine, '
someone shouled, and | turned and yelled, **And
sirip  the gears and  wreck the transmission?’’
Whereupon someone reached over my arms, slam-
med her into reverse and opened the throttle wide,
We arrived in a ficod of foam and crashed the bow
into the far end of the slip and what was worse my
new bosS was standing just outside the boathouse
door watching this disgraceful performance, He ran
down 1o the landing and shouted “*You told us you
had had experience with motor launches, but this
shows you don’t know the first thing about them' Be
here tomorrow afternoon and take me oul and show
me that you can handle this boat or you're fired!"

So I had been found out, And at that moment my
entire Harvard education hung in the balance. There
was nothing for it but 1o make a clean breast of it, tell
all and lose the job and leave Harvard, unless some
other way could be found. lving Slater turned and
walked away mutlering under his breath a
\0g‘t;ulary hc}'id doubtless kearned from his days on
saili 5. He » it was only, friendship
for Dick Loring at ﬂood‘b&wé'é‘gwm and total
disaster. Of course | knew that this was the end of all
the efforts to get me into and through Harvard unless
something unforescen happened and this is the best
pant of this story,

Arthur Sims, a black man, and operator of the
largest lamich (the Patricia which sported a Murray
and Tregurtha engine of 350 hotsepower) came ower
to me as 1 struggled 10 hold back the tears and began
0 speak very softly. '*Bob® he said,''we all knew
when you took the wheel of that boat as you did thar
you had never had your hand on a motor boat whee)
before. Now we want 10 help you. We're sorry Slater
Was here 1o witness your catastrophe; we coudd have
covered up for you because launch driving is not that
difficuht a thing, If you already know how 10 drive an
2U10 on land, there's no problem about driving a
motor launch on the water, that 1s 11 YOU know a lew
tricks I'll show you tomorrow morning. Skip your
classes and get here real early and I'll make you the
greatest launch driver on the river by mid-afternoon
when Slater comes 1o check you out " cm

50 next morning bright and carty while all my
classmates were beating the pavements (o the Yard
for classes | was goig (be other way down 1o the
nver. Arthur and [ got into one of the other launches
(mine had suffered 2 bloody nose from my trearment
the ahgrmon before) and we avove on up river,
("Up river' m)r:: onc would twee this clandestine
practice sesion. ) We landed and Took off from docks
and boat bandings aly (he way to the Waterteran
Arsenal —Imwmd-hmaichudedmbwl
t!':m-lcouldnonumymdtimlwlmcdto--md!
began to fedd rea! confidence. He didn’t bt me yo un.
aalh_dbroumttwbwmadudqwfrmfuﬂ
speed six inches from any Toatme bt on the rrver.
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®uller 30 feet behing®’ and 5o on for an hour, and |

didn't mizs n single test, Fidlally he sa down in the
cockpit behind me and sald, ''Wel | guess you're
OK, but you sure had me scared afier you barreled
that boat into the dock yesterday,"

““Well, Mr. Slater,” | said, **] guess the lact ol the
matter is | was jus awlully nervous.' He agreed and
patted me on the back and said he now felt com-
pletely secure in giving me the job. I've often thought
of that dear and good friend who came to my rescuce
that fateful day and rescued me and my Harvard
education. | would like to think (hat | gave him a
proper thankyou for, what he did, bur | have no
recollection that 1 ever gaverhlm more than 1 casual
thanks. It was the same with my uncle who saved my
life onc day as | was drowning under Blue Fish River
bridge, I always felt uncomfortable when | realize |
owe my life and destiny to other men in moments like
this.

I thought of the near miss with the Harvard motor
launch when my headmaster said the combination of

& courageous man and a Harvard education were
what convinced him (o hire me as a teacher at lolani,
I alrist missed that Harvard education; were it nol
for a kind black man I never would have gotten 10
first base at Harvard.

Now In retirement I discover as others must have
before me the enormous significance of what seemed
at one time mere casual occurrences and how human
destiny has frequently turned on the most uncoun-
sclous and even unintentional acts of human beings

just doing what their ordinary lives tell them to do.

l am sure my lather never knew his act of rescuing
a runaway horse would so impress one of a 150
Pawder Point boys that it would reshape the destiny
ol his son, landing him for 3 critical and Joylul years
on an island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, Nor
did Arthur Sims know that he was not only saving my
Harvard education but also assisting 1n landing me
an that same island. Surely we can conclude that with
Hamlet *“There 15 a divinity that shapes our ends
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